ALUMNI
SPOTLIGHTS
These Purdue University alumni published
articles in volume 3 (2013) of the Journal
of Purdue Undergraduate Research during
their time spent completing their
baccalaureate degrees. Since graduation,
they have moved into successful careers
in industry and have pursued further
educational opportunities.

Mihai Avram

BS in Mathematics, Minors
in Sociology, Statistics,
and Management at
Purdue University (2014)

What have you been doing since the publication
of your article in JPUR, volume 3?
Right after graduation from Purdue I worked in industry at a consulting company for two years,
developing technical solutions. I quickly discovered,
however, that working in industry was not for me.
I then decided to attend graduate school because
I wanted to pursue research and work for a cause.
During my master’s at Indiana University (IU), I
have done research in fact-checking and subgraph
counting. Recently, with the help of my adviser from
IU, I have created a fake news game called Fakey
(https://fakey.iuni.iu.edu/), which places a player in a
simulated social media news feed such as Facebook

or Twitter, whereby the player can share or factcheck news, being rewarded or penalized in the process, depending on the source with which the player
has interacted. We plan to use Fakey to teach media
literacy while uncovering patterns to how people
interact with news in social media. Currently, I am
also involved in an adversarial networks project at
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC),
where our team plans to use network science and machine learning techniques to find the minimal change
in a network required to make a network agent
camouﬂage from inﬂuential to unimportant, or vice
versa. I hope to publish the work on Fakey as well as
the adversarial network project in the near future, and
also will be starting my PhD at UIUC this year.
What are your career goals?
I plan to leverage computer science methods and
interdisciplinary methods in order to create, study,
and improve tools that can make the world a better
place from a social perspective. Some examples
may include creating a methodology or framework
for quantifying social impact, creating games with a
purpose like Fakey, and leveraging machine learning
to uncover hidden social patterns.
How did the research you did as an undergraduate at Purdue impact your current endeavors?
What is the value of undergraduate research?
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Mihai Avram is a junior majoring
in mathematics and minoring
in statistics, management, and
sociology. He enjoys studying many
different topics and is particularly
interested in how they are related to
the mathematical world. Aside from
schoolwork and research, Avram
is very involved with giving to the
community through programs like
EPICS and Habitat for Humanity.
Avram has been working with Dr. Sorin Adam Matei for
one semester researching social impacts throughout social
media sites. In the future, Avram hopes to receive a PhD
in applied mathematics and conduct his own research.

Mentor

My undergraduate experience paved the way for
me to attend graduate school and pursue a life of
research. This is because it introduced me to the idea
of research, what it entails, as well as the purpose behind it. This allowed me to find a career that would
give me meaning besides a paycheck. The value of
undergraduate research is high, but only for those
who seek it. I think every person should be exposed
to some degree to undergraduate research, just to see
if they would be a good fit for such work. In some
cases some people may find that the career path is
not for them, but for others, it could be the catalyst
for a lifetime career. In short, the value of undergraduate research was paramount for me because
I am not sure if I would be doing such meaningful
research today if I didn’t have that experience.
How did the faculty mentor relationship impact
you during your time at Purdue?
The faculty mentor relationship allowed me to
ﬂourish in certain areas that are important to being a
researcher, such as the scientific method, statistics,
experimentation, and programming. Soft skills such
as networking, presentation, and etiquette are also
some great skills I have learned from my mentor,
with whom I still keep in touch today.
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The greatest number of victims in wars are civilians. Of the
50 million victims of World War II, only 20 million were
military (Keegan, 1989). The Iraq War started in 2003 and
produced over 100,000 deaths between 2004 and 2010, where
60,000 of these deaths were civilians (Dewar, 2010). This
study aims to find who and what is responsible for these
civilian deaths in the 2003 Iraq War. At the same time, it will
illustrate how a new generation of free, open data analysis
tools can empower any researcher to answer important
questions about the state of the contemporary world. In most
previous conflicts, civilian deaths were the product of random
acts of violence rather than direct attacks. Therefore, we
hypothesized that the Iraqi civilians very likely were to be
killed by random acts of violence such as those created by
improvised explosive devices (IEDs), originally set by Iraqi
insurgents to kill American and allied troops. In order to test
our hypothesis, we analyzed WikiLeaks’s Iraq War Logs, a
dataset of 391,832 significant acts of war recorded by U.S.
troops between November 6, 2004 and April 23, 2009. We
used Python scripts, the R statistical analysis package, and
Microsoft Excel to format, sort, and analyze the data. Our
findings indicate that IED explosions contributed to 31%
of civilian deaths, while direct fire contributed to 7% of
civilian deaths. A comparison of how civilian deaths related
to insurgent and allied intent shows that more civilians were
killed by insurgents than by allied troops. Surprisingly,
however, nonmilitary murder accounted for 49% of civilian
deaths. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) shows that
the differences between these causes are strongly significant.
Although the findings incompletely support the hypothesis,
they reveal the complex nature of violence in Iraq and the
multiple effects military intervention can have in a country.
Avram, M. (2013). Civilian deaths and the Iraq war: Who is
responsible? Journal of Purdue Undergraduate Research, 3,
2–9. http://dx.doi.org/10.5703/jpur.03.1.01
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What advice would you give to other undergraduates at Purdue who are interested in doing
research?
I would say, whenever you encounter any topic/
idea/term that you think will come up in the future,
write it down and look it up. There is a lot of value in being a life-long learner, which can be more
beneficial to just learning from classes. Also, I would
say, find your topic of interest early by reading a lot
of work in diﬀerent areas and see what excites you.
You should only work on what makes you excited,
because that is what will drive you to give your best
work. Over time, your interests may change, but the
experience you have gleaned during this exploration
process is priceless. Finally, work hard, but don’t
forget to have fun.
Avram, M. (2013). Civilian deaths and the Iraq
war: Who is responsible? Journal of Purdue
Undergraduate Research, 3, 2–9.
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How did the experience of publishing an article in
JPUR beneﬁt you? What advice would you give to
other undergraduates at Purdue who are interested in contributing to the journal?

Sorin Adam Matei was educated at
the University of Bucharest for his
BA, Tufts University for his MA,
and the University of Southern
California for his PhD. He is
currently an associate professor of
communication and a Discovery
Park research fellow. His greatest
passion is to create new ways of
connecting real and virtual spaces
and to make big data available to
the broader public. He has recently initiated a National
Science Foundation project, kredible.net, which aims to
reveal uneven contributions to social media. Additionally,
he is the creator of several research platforms, such as
the I Think blog: matei.org; Visible Effort: veffort.us;
Alterpode: alterpode.net; and Visible Past: visiblepast.
net. His research was funded by Motorola, the Kettering
Foundation, the University of Kentucky, and Purdue
University, and it was recognized by various professional
organizations with paper and research awards. He teaches
the Online Interaction doctoral seminar and undergraduate
classes on emerging communication technologies.
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The publishing of my article has helped me by
allowing me to understand the investment and
know-how of writing an academic article, as well
as perhaps giving me a leg up in graduate school
and research-oriented applications (graduate school,
research positions, postdoctoral positions, etc.). The
advice I would give other undergraduates who are
interested in contributing to the journal is to start
writing early and take breaks, because only then can
creativity ﬂourish.
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